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Field Notes:

January 21, 2002

Let’s plant a tree….
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Tree planting can be a significant investment in money and time. Proper tree
selection can provide you with years of enjoyment as well as significantly increase the
value of your property. The wrong tree for your property can be a constant problem or
even a hazard. Before you plant a tree, consider all the factors involved. Some of these
are the following:
What purpose will this tree serve? Trees can serve numerous landscape functions
including beautification, screening of sights and sounds, shade and energy conservation,
and wildlife habitat.
Is the species appropriate for our area? Reliable nurseries will not sell plant
material that is not suitable. However, some mass marketers may sell trees and shrubs
that are not adapted to this area. Even if a tree is hardy, it may not flower at the right time
to be productive if it is a fruit or nut species. In warmer climates like ours, there may not
be a long enough period of cool temperatures for some species, such as apples, to develop
flowers.
Consider microclimates. Microclimates are very localized areas where weather conditions
may vary from normal. A very sheltered yard may support species not normally adapted to this
region. On the other hand, a north-facing slope may be significantly cooler or windier than
surrounding areas and survival of normally adapted plants may be poor.
Choose trees that are native to our area. They will be more tolerant of local weather and
soil conditions, and they will be more beneficial to local wildlife than non-native trees. Avoid
exotic trees that can invade other areas, and crowd out native plants. A good way to get a well
adapted tree is to find a young seedling growing in conditions similar to your location, carefully
dig it up and move it to your landscape. If you don’t own a place to do this, get permission; most
landowners will share if you ask.
How big will it get? When a tree is small, it is difficult to imagine that in 20 years it
could be shading your entire yard. Many trees are planted and later have to be removed when the
tree grows beyond the dimensions of the property.

What is the life expectancy of the tree? Some trees can live for hundreds of years. Others
are considered "short-lived" and may live only 20 or 30 years. Many short-lived trees are smaller
ornamental species. Short-lived species should not necessarily be ruled out when considering
plantings. They may have other desirable characteristics, such as size, shape, tolerance of shade,
or fruit, that may be desirable. These species may also fill a void in a new landscape, and can be
removed as other larger, longer-lived species mature.
Does it have ornamental value such as leaf color, flowers, or fruit? Some species provide
beautiful color for short periods in the spring or fall. Other species may have foliage that is
reddish or variegated and can add color to your landscape year round. Fruit or nut bearing trees
can provide an excellent source of food for many species of wildlife. However, some people
consider some of these to be nuisances; an example of this is the honeydew produced by aphids
on pecan trees.
Does it have any particular problem with insects or diseases that may cause problems?
Insects and diseases can be serious problems on otherwise desirable species in some regions.
Depending on the pest, control of the problem may be difficult and the pest may significantly
reduce the usefulness and the life expectancy of the tree. Species such as silver maple and sweet
gum are known to have weak wood that is susceptible to damage in ice storms or high winds.
How common is this species in our area? Some species are over-planted. Increasing the
natural diversity will provide habitat for more wildlife and help limit the opportunity for a single
pest to destroy plantings. An example of this is the loblolly pine which is native to our area. This
tree is found in landscapes and in commercial plantings in our area. Several diseases and insects
can attack this tree and cause serious problems. A better choice for a full-size tree would be a
hardwood such as nutall or cherrybark oak.
Is the tree evergreen or deciduous? Evergreen trees will provide cover and shade year
round. They may also be more effective as a barrier for wind and noise. Deciduous trees will
give you summer shade but allow the winter sun to reach your home. This may also be a
consideration for the location of the tree.
There is a lot more to the actual planting of a tree, but these are some things I have not
covered very well before. If you need more information, call or come by the Extension Office
and we can give you publications that will cover the rest.

